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Abstract 
Student engagement is crucial for learning, especially in online learning. For a student to be a 
successful online learner, they need to engage socially and collaboratively through their 
behaviours, emotions and cognition. This paper discusses an accounting module of a fully 
online degree where engagement was purposely integrated using an engagement framework. 
An action research design was followed to determine the degree of engagement within the 
module and to improve on it. The findings indicated that incorporating five forms of 
engagement into the module was positively received by students and resulted in more 
students successfully completing the module. Student reflections showed that the module was 
cognitively engaging, that personal preference will guide social engagement and that working 
collaboratively will always be a challenge. Where, due to COVID-19, entire programmes 
need to convert to online learning, the findings of this study, could be implemented to ensure 
the continued engagement of students. 
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 Introduction 
The coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic has brought about an immense change to the world 
we live in. These changes also affected education, with close to 90% of all primary, 
secondary and tertiary learners in the world, not being able to physically go to school or 
university (Kandri, 2020). Most tertiary institutions that closed had to resort to online 
teaching and in a short space of time implement quality teaching and learning only online. In 
South Africa as well as globally, there has been growing recognition of online education even 
before COVID-19 (Palvia, Aeron, Gupta, Mahapatra, Parida, Rosner & Sindhi, 2018). It is 
predicted that online learning will become a mainstream mode of education by 2025, to 
provide high quality, affordable education to ‘non-traditional’ students (Hillier, 2018; Palvia 
et al., 2018). A non-traditional student is between the ages of 20-65, has several social roles 
in life and might be working full time. Online learning provides these students with greater 
access to formal learning environments from which they are physically distant and the 
flexibility to start their learning journey at any time while being able to work and study 
(Buelow, Barry & Rich, 2018). With the pandemic, online learning provides all students with 
the ability to continue their studies, so that they can complete their programmes within the 
original time-frame and with minimal interruption. 
 South Africa, along with Ghana and Malawi, are the leaders in online education on 
the African continent (Palvia et al., 2018). They, like others in the world, are embracing the 
opportunities that online learning brings while remaining cognisant of the concomitant 
challenges. These challenges include improving bandwidth connectivity, lowering high data 
costs, changing the perception that an online degree is inferior to its face-to-face counterpart, 
encouraging employers to recognise the benefits of continuing education for employees 
through online learning and realising that a one-size-fits-all approach is not feasible (Hillier, 
2018; Palvia et al., 2018). Best practices and frameworks need to be first established and then 
adapted to suit the local environment, culture and infrastructure.  
Online learning has evolved from mere recordings of lectures placed online to 
thoughtfully designed programmes using best practice standards which include synchronous 
and asynchronous delivery methods (Martin, Ritzhaupt, Kumar & Budhrani, 2019). A well-
designed online programme will actively engage learners in scaffolded learning tasks, employ 
a variety of technological tools, provide timely feedback and include clear communication 
channels where student-to-student and student-to-facilitator interactions can occur (Carr-
Chellman & Duchastel, 2000; Holzweiss, Joyner, Fuller, Henderson & Young, 2014; 
Wandler & Imbriale, 2017). 
 Engaging students, whether in a face-to-face classroom or through an online 
programme, is considered a critical factor in the academic success of students (Buelow et al., 
2018). Learner engagement occurs through their behaviours, their emotions and their 
cognition (Astin, 1984). In online programmes, engagement can be enhanced by three 
‘presences’: social presence, teaching presence and cognitive presence (Garrison & Arbaugh, 
2007). These presences must be effectively incorporated into online programmes because all 
three are interrelated and rely heavily on how students perceive them for engagement to occur 
(Buelow et al., 2018). Redmond, Heffernan, Abawi, Brown and Henderson (2018) proposed 
an engagement framework for online teaching and learning which combines these presences 
into five types of engagement: social engagement, cognitive engagement, behavioural 
engagement, collaborative engagement and emotional engagement. Using this framework and 
its elements can create multiple opportunities for students to become engaged, thereby 
solving the problems of learner isolation, feelings of distance from the institution and high 
dropout rates (Martin & Bolliger, 2018). 
  The accounting module which is the focus of this study is part of a fully online 
Bachelor of Commerce accounting degree. Although the degree is hosted from South Africa, 
it appeals to an international market as it is based on international accounting and auditing 
standards. The degree explores global financial markets, economic environments and global 
principles relating to taxation and laws. It consists of 24 modules with each module¹ 
completed over a seven-week period. The modules include several activities, designed in 
such a way within the Learning Management System (LMS)² that students engage with the 
material, their peers and their facilitators.  These engagements are used to create the students’ 
knowledge of the subject. The activities include reading online content or textbooks, 
completing quizzes and assignments, participating in discussion boards and watching videos.   
  The quizzes, in the form of formative assessments, are there to continuously assess 
the students to determine their engagement with the content within the module. These quizzes 
are created within the LMS using the available functionalities that the LMS provides. Some 
short quizzes will be given during the week to test a student’s basic knowledge of a topic 
gained after watching a video or reading content. At the end of the week, the quizzes are 
longer, integrates topics and require the student to have spent time on the weeks’ content. 
Most of the quizzes make use of pools of questions from which the LMS randomly assigns a 
set number of questions to each student. The quizzes also use a variety of question types 
available within the LMS, for instance, multiple-choice questions, multiple answer questions, 
fill-in-the-blank questions and true/false questions. Where possible, the integrated feedback 
function that the LMS provides is utilised, so that students can receive immediate feedback 
on the quizzes and from there determine their progress in the module. 
Research objective and contribution 
As the programme coordinator³ for the online accounting degree, I noticed in the earlier 
modules of the degree that students who engaged fully with the online learning environment 
were successful in a particular module. The inverse was also true – less participation and less 
engagement led to a failed module. I therefore decided to follow an action research approach 
in the second accounting module of the degree (of which I am also the coordinator).  The 
module was purposely designed to stimulate participation and engagement using the 
engagement framework proposed by Redmond et al. (2018). All five types of engagement 
were specifically incorporated into the development and live facilitation of the module.  
 The objective of this study is therefore to determine whether an engagement 
framework implemented in an online accounting module was perceived by students to be 
effective in improving their learning experience. The contribution of this study is threefold. 
Firstly, it reflects on the importance of student engagement in a fully online accounting 
module. An engaged student is a successful student and purposely creating engagement 
opportunities should lead to improved learning.  Secondly, as the study is set within an action 
research framework, it could be used to inform engagement strategies in other online 
programmes or situations where online learning must be implemented such as educators were 
obliged to do with the COVID-19 pandemic. The lessons learned by repeating the action 
research cycles could be used to successfully develop and facilitate other online programmes 
and online learning initiatives. Thirdly, the study considers the importance of participation 
and engagement within a fully online accounting degree, and not just within an isolated 
online course or an isolated online activity. Where, due to COVID-19, entire programmes 
need to convert to online learning, the findings of this study and particular emphasis on 
engaging students, could be implemented in programmes that now need to run fully online.  
  The content of this article is presented as follows: in the next section, I explore the 
framework in which engagement occurs and the literature on engagement within online 
learning. I then explain the action research methodology and why it was chosen for this 
study. After that, I follow the steps of the action research framework and describe the second 
cycle, through the stages of planning, acting, observing and reflection. I conclude with a 
discussion of the study’s implications, limitations and areas for future research. 
Literature review 
Engagement framework 
The framework for this study is based on Astin’s (1984) student involvement theory. This 
theory is concerned with the processes that enable student development, maintaining that an 
involved student is one who partakes in learning activities, allocates considerable time and 
energy to studying and interacts frequently with the facilitator and other students (Astin, 
1984). Over time, educational researchers combined Astin’s student involvement theory with 
management theories concerned with the engagement of employees, to create a conceptual 
framework incorporating the three components of engagement, namely, behavioural, 
emotional and cognitive engagement (Burch, Heller, Burch, Freed & Steed, 2015).  
 These components of engagement were further enhanced by the development of the 
Community of Inquiry (CoI) model of learning engagement whose ‘goal was to define, 
describe and measure the elements of a collaborative and worthwhile educational experience’ 
(Garrison, Anderson & Archer, 2010, 5). This model postulates that effective learning occurs 
when students are socially present by expressing their personal traits, teachers are present 
through meaningful communication and interaction and course content provides students with 
cognitive opportunities to be present (Buelow et al., 2018)  
  After an extensive literature review, Redmond et al. (2018) expanded on these three 
components of student engagement and the three types of presences to design an online 
engagement framework for higher education which, according to the authors, is crucial for 
effective student engagement within an online learning environment. Student engagement is a 
very complex concept and this study has not tried to represent the full body of literature on 
the concept, but to rather keep it focused on the literature that emerged within the online 
teaching and learning sphere.The framework by Redmond et al. (2018) and its five types of 
engagement are the focus of this study. 
Social engagement 
Social engagement refers to the social investment a student makes in the learning experience 
by maintaining a social presence in academic and non-academic activities (Redmond et al., 
2018). In an online space, this is evidenced by a student being socially available and 
connecting with peers in discussion forums and through social media (Martin & Bolliger, 
2018; O’Shea, Stone & Delahunty, 2015). These exchanges should not only be seen as 
learner-learner interactions, but also as learner-facilitator interactions (Deng, Benckendorff & 
Gannaway, 2020). They can be formally managed by the facilitator through the creation of 
discussion forums within the LMS or the creation of social media groups such as a Facebook 
Learning Group (Hong & Gardner, 2019). Students can also create spaces themselves by 
building student-directed communities through informal study groups using communication 
platforms such as WhatsApp or Google Hangouts (Peters & Romero, 2019).  
  At the heart of social engagement is the Social Learning Theory of Bandura and 
McClelland (1977). The theory proposes that learning takes place in a social context, both 
inside and outside of the classroom (Hrastinski, 2009). Social interaction benefits students in 
several ways. It increases a student’s self-esteem and motivates them to do better in their 
studies while increasing their overall satisfaction with the university experience (Hong & 
Gardner, 2019).  
Cognitive engagement 
A fundamental skill for any student is to master complex ideas by being cognitively engaged 
in the active process of learning (Cohen & Jackson-Haub, 2019; Redmond et al., 2018). As 
there are different levels of cognition, facilitators can encourage deep cognitive engagement 
through activities and assessments that require students to think critically, integrate 
knowledge from different sources, justify decisions and support their solutions (Biggs, 2012; 
Redmond et al., 2018). To understand their thought processes, students need to be motivated 
learners who appreciate that learning requires effort and self-regulation as well as meta-
cognition (Blakey & Major, 2019).  
  In the online environment, cognitive engagement is no different from cognition in 
face-to-face classrooms. It is the valued academic practice of planning, monitoring and 
evaluating learning with regard to clear learning outcomes (Cohen & Jackson-Haub, 2019; 
Peters & Romero, 2019). It can be displayed in the online posts of students, in their questions, 
in their desire to be challenged or going beyond what is required (Deng et al., 2020; Peters & 
Romero, 2019).  Online facilitators should be particularly creative in how they assess 
students’ work so that their feedback allows students to effectively self-assess and reflect on 
their knowledge and learning process (Gikandi, Morrow & Davis, 2011).  
 
 
Behavioural engagement 
Being present online with a positive attitude and participating in online activities reflects a 
student’s behavioural engagement (Fredricks, 2011). In their descriptive study of student 
perceptions of engagement, Blakey and Major (2019, 6) found that cognitive and emotional 
engagement had to be in place for a student to also show engaged behaviours: ‘Students had 
to want to engage, and they had to exert the effort to engage, prior to doing things that 
demonstrate engagement’. One of the key indicators of being engaged is turning up and being 
present in the module (Blakely & Major, 2019). Another factor that strongly influences the 
behaviour of students is how facilitators model engaged behaviour (Cohen & Jackson-Haub, 
2019); it is their engagement which draws students into the module while their presence is 
made clear to students through consistent communication and timely feedback (Blakely & 
Major, 2019; Martin & Bolliger, 2018).  
  In an LMS, the behaviours of online students can be closely observed (Deng et al., 
2020). The time that they spend within the LMS can be tracked as well as their participation 
in academic activities (Redmond et al., 2018). Those students who can self-regulate their 
learning can be clearly seen through their activities within the module and their interaction 
with others (Blakey & Major, 2019; Redmond et al., 2018).  
Collaborative engagement 
In line with the social constructivist view, learning occurs within a collaborative environment 
where ideas are challenged, support is provided and thoughts and questions are responded to 
(Cohen & Jackson-Haub, 2019; Hall, 2007). It is shown that ‘learning is enhanced when it is 
more like a team effort than a solo race’ (McVay, Murphy & Wook Yoon, 2018, 47) and 
contributes to the development of critical 21st-century skills (Gay & Betts, 2020). 
Collaborative engagement can take on the form of formal group work and assessment, but 
can also be seen as informal learning with peers (Redmond et al., 2018). Peer learning in the 
online environment where learner-to-learner engagement occurs can be found in group 
discussions, on social platforms or through synchronous chat sessions (Martin & Bolliger, 
2018).  
  Formal group work is not without its challenges and within the online environment, 
these challenges can be amplified due to the geographical spread of the students (Bolliger & 
Halupa, 2018). Students will have to find ways to communicate when they have a group task 
and also manage their respective schedules which might extend over different time zones. 
The facilitator will need to be available to step in when conflict arises which the groups 
cannot resolve themselves and to provide clear guidance on how non-participative members 
will be dealt with (Holzweiss et al., 2014; Peters & Romero, 2019).  
Emotional engagement 
Emotional engagement focuses on the extent of positive and negative reactions to the 
institution, the facilitator and the activities within the online environment (Deng et al., 2020; 
Fredricks, 2011). Some students might express their emotions clearly while others might be 
more reserved. The facilitator will have to pick up on the emotional cues through social 
media posts and email communications as the in-class, non-verbal cues will not be available 
to them. These emotions can range from enjoyment, pride and hope to boredom, anxiety and 
anger, and can have a significant impact on the performance of students (Xing, Tang & Pei, 
2019).  If students are not emotionally engaged, cognitive, behavioural and social 
engagement will also be lacking (Blakey & Major, 2019). It is therefore important to manage 
students’ expectations clearly through open communication and to tap into the students’ goals 
and reasons for learning (Redmond et al., 2018). 
Engagement strategies 
It can be seen that there is a complex array of factors influencing student engagement. 
Students must become responsible learners and take up the engagement opportunities 
provided to them (Kahu, 2013; Halverson & Graham, 2019). From studies that implemented 
engagement strategies within online courses, it has emerged that online students find 
individual and interactive assignments, the use of media and specific discussion topics to be 
engaging activities. All of these activities should have practical application to the module 
content and be challenging to students (Fredericks, 2011). Students disengage when the 
design of the course is confusing, the workload is too onerous and the facilitator is inactive or 
late in providing feedback or grades (Buelow et al., 2018).  
  Facilitators can model engagement by being present in the module for students and 
showing enthusiasm for the content. By linking the content to real-life problems and 
scenarios and even at times, participating in the discussions will further model the behaviour 
for students (Fredericks, 2011). It cannot be assumed that all students instinctively know how 
to be engaged and self-regulated learners; this needs to be developed in students through 
deliberate planning of the module (Malan & Stegmann, 2018). Even sending regular emails 
or making announcements is a very important engagement strategy. It must, however, be 
remembered that most online students are not full-time students and they should not be over-
burdened with all the strategies and opportunities that have been planned (Martin & Bolliger, 
2018).  
Methodology 
Action research was considered to be the most appropriate method to evaluate student 
engagement in an online module.  Although action research is defined in many ways, Curtis 
(2017, 51) mentions that it ‘occurs within real-world contexts, relates to practice of the action 
researcher, involves attempts to improve practice and solve real-world problems, involves 
reflection, and is an iterative/cyclical process’. Action research is a well-suited methodology 
to use in educational settings as the researcher’s practice is the subject of the study (Baker & 
Logan, 2006; Cunningham, 2008). It is a process of exploration with a defined starting point, 
wrong turns in the middle and at times an unknown end (Meyer, Hamilton, Kroeger, Stewart 
& Brydon-Miller, 2004). The researcher identifies a practical problem in terms of student 
learning, makes changes, evaluates those changes, notices new problems because of the 
changes implemented, re-evaluates the modified changes and continues to observe and reflect 
on the learning practices (Cunningham, 2008; Paisey & Paisey, 2005). The objective is 
therefore to create change and improve the learning experience of the students (Hazelton & 
Haigh, 2010). Action research moves through several cycles, with a strong emphasis on self-
reflection by the researcher (Paisey & Paisey, 2005).  
In recent years, action research has featured more prominently in accounting 
education, with other researchers guiding as to how it can be effectively applied (Helfaya 
2019; Ingersoll Abbott & Palatnik, 2018; Williams, Horner & Allen, 2019). In this study, 
action research was considered an appropriate method insofar as the researcher as well as the 
institution where the study was conducted are new to the online education milieu. Knowledge 
is gained through experience and this action research study can provide valuable insights into 
creating an exceptional online learning experience for students. Assessing strategies in terms 
of student engagement is a successful way to use action research for an improved learning 
environment (Gibbs, Cartney, Wilkinson, Parkinson, Cunningham, James-Reynolds, Zoubir, 
Brown, Barter, Sumner, MacDonald, Dayananda & Pitt, 2017).   
  In this study, a first-person inquiry was adopted to critically reflect on the Accounting 
12 (Acc12) online module and specifically, whether implementing an engagement framework 
would improve the experience of the students (Hazelton & Haigh 2010; Helfaya 2019). The 
stepped approach of McGowan (2012) – planning, taking action, observing and reflecting to 
implement change – was adopted in this study. In this research project, two cycles were 
completed. This paper reports on the second cycle of action research performed on this 
module and incorporate observations and reflections when the action research cycle was 
performed for the first time. The ultimate aim is to guide the development of future online 
modules so that effective engagement strategies can be implemented leading to engaged and 
successful learners. 
  Although action research centres on the researcher through personal observations and 
reflections, student views are also important as students are a major stakeholder in the 
changes that are implemented (Doran, Healy, McCutcheon & O’Callaghan, 2011). To this 
effect, student views about engagement within the module were obtained through a 
questionnaire. The questions were based on literature and were adapted from the 
questionnaires of Hong and Gardner (2019) and Stanley and Zhang (2018). The 
questionnaire, which consisted of closed- and open-ended questions, was administered to the 
students through a Google Form link. The closed-ended questions and descriptive statistics 
were analysed by an independent statistician using SPSS, while thematic analysis was used to 
examine the open-ended questions.   
 Action research has certain limitations. It is focused on addressing a particular issue, 
which can make it difficult to generalise the findings. Curtis (2017, 54) mentions that action 
research can lead to ‘skeletal generalisations’, i.e. a general approach or insightful principle 
that can assist others with similar interests or problems. A further limitation is that it depends 
on reflection by students and the researcher (Gibbs et al., 2017). Reflection is a necessary 
component of action research, which makes it a unique research method. Another limitation 
is the lack of ethical consideration, especially concerning the researcher also being the 
teacher, who now holds dual responsibilities (Gibbs et al., 2017). The intention of 
implementing the engagement framework was to create an engaged module which is known 
to improve student learning. Ethical clearance was received by the university committee to 
conduct the research appropriately. 
Planning: Observations and reflections from Cycle 1  
The first step in planning for engagement to occur in the Acc12 module was to consider the 
observations and reflections from the previous action research cycle. From those 
observations, I firstly noted that there was a direct correlation between engaging in the 
activities within the LMS and being successful in the module. Some students did not engage 
or participate in the module and these students ultimately did not pass the module. I further 
noted that Acc12 students completed most of their work over the weekends to meet the 
Sunday midnight deadline. Encouragement to interact and engage within the Acc12 module 
from the first cycle did not increase the average time that students spent within the module 
(compared to their other modules), but it did cause more students to engage and therefore the 
average mark increased. 
From students’ reflections and my reflections, it became evident that students enjoyed 
group assignments. They enjoyed the social aspect of group work, constructing knowledge 
together as a group as well as learning how to navigate the challenges of working as a group 
online with differing schedules. Creating a video as the end product of the group assignment, 
however, caused a certain amount of anxiety that was not expected. Even though the 
assignment was intended to encourage group work, the opposite occurred in the final stages 
of the assignment, where only one group member could finalise the video.  
Based on these observations and reflections, I made the following changes to the Acc12 
module: 
• I created a private Facebook Learning Group for the module. Within the LMS, 
creating social engagement is a challenge. There is a ‘discussion board’ functionality 
but it requires a student to leave the page they are currently on and navigate to the 
discussion board named the Student Support Forum. The students do not receive any 
notifications of posts made and it was noted in the first cycle that students rarely made 
use of it. I therefore decided to use the supplement approach proposed by Weidlich 
and Bastiaens (2019) by not replacing the LMS, but rather, supplementing it with the 
Facebook Learning Group for a more sociable connection and to create a forum where 
I can answer administrative and academic questions (Ivala & Gachago, 2012).  
• I encouraged emotional engagement by asking students to share their goals for this 
module as well as for the entire degree with everyone on the Facebook Learning 
Group. Performance is enhanced when specific and challenging goals have been set 
and commitment is reinforced when shared with others (Lunenberg, 2011).  
• The last change I made was to the group assignment. Instead of requiring the 
assignment to be in video format, I gave students the choice as to the format of their 
final product. Choices included the assignment to be in written format, a narrated 
presentation or a video.  
Taking action: The five types of engagement 
The five types of engagement were incorporated into the second cycle of the Acc12 module, 
as shown in Table 1. 
Table 1: Online engagement in the Acc12 module 
Type of engagement Incorporation into the Acc12 module 
Social engagement • I created a private Facebook Learning Group where 
students could introduce themselves to the ‘class’, ask any 
content-related or administrative questions and answer 
short discussion questions on relevant matters within the 
module. 
• I posted regularly to the Facebook Learning Group and 
commented on posts. 
• I created separate discussion boards for every group so 
that they could freely discuss the group task without the 
other groups having insight into their discussions. 
• Students were encouraged to interact with their group by 
using any other social network such as WhatsApp.   
Cognitive engagement • Throughout the module, the students are required to 
cognitively engage in the academic content. The module 
was designed using the scaffolding approach and students 
are required to watch a video, read the relevant section of 
the textbook and then engage in an activity before moving 
on to the next section.  
• The group task was structured in such a way that students 
had to socially construct knowledge on a specific liability 
within the accounting module. 
• The students had to gain this knowledge through their 
prescribed textbook or by using other reputable sources. 
Behavioural engagement • I encouraged all students from the first week of the 
module to work consistently and to participate in all the 
online activities. 
• I further reviewed the activity logs within the LMS 
regularly and on a Thursday, encouraged those who were 
not active (through a personal email) to start with the 
week’s work. 
• I created regular announcements (on the LMS and on 
Facebook) and sent email reminders to communicate and 
engage with the students. 
Collaborative engagement • Students were randomly placed in groups by the LMS and 
required to investigate a specific liability covered in the 
syllabus. 
• The groups were required to present their investigations in 
the form of a written assignment, narrated presentation or 
video. 
• The groups for the group task were kept fairly small and 
therefore all group members had to participate to create a 
successful assignment. 
Emotional engagement • Within the first week, I asked students to share their goals 
for the module and the degree with the rest of the students 
to encourage the emotional engagement that learning 
requires.  
• I dealt with the emotional process of learning by regularly 
looking at the Facebook posts as well as emails from 
students to see if there was still interest in the module and 
to deal with any issues that may have caused anxiety. 
• The group task required students to be emotionally present 
to their peers and to commit to the task for it to be a 
success.  
 
Observing: Behavioural engagement 
I observed the behavioural engagement of the 46 students enrolled for the Acc12 module in 
March 2020 through their participation in the online elements of the module. Keeping in 
mind the observations from the previous cycle (of the significant relationship between 
engaging in the content elements and students’ success in the module), I noticed that 12 
students were inactive and had spent less than an hour on the module by the Friday morning 
of the first week. As most would spend significant time over the weekend on the module, a 
personal email was sent to all of these students to motivate and encourage them to engage and 
participate. On Sunday morning of the first week, another general reminder was sent to all 
students about the upcoming Week 1 deadline. By Monday morning, seven of those inactive 
students had completed all the Week 1 work, three had asked for extensions due to sickness 
and work commitments, while two students remained inactive.  
 By the second week of the module, the COVID-19 coronavirus had reached South 
Africa and to curb the spread of the virus, the country was placed in lockdown. Although not 
all of the students are situated in South Africa⁴, similar situations of social distancing, 
working from home and lockdowns were experienced in other countries. There were no 
disruptions to the online module but I did notice that several students were unable to stick to 
the weekly deadlines. It was difficult for some to adjust and adapt to the ‘new normal’. Some 
students, as parents, had to take care of children during the day, catch up on their work at 
night and also find time to study. I noticed a lot of anxiety during this period and I therefore 
extended deadlines as far as possible, while still providing students with timely feedback on 
work done. The Facebook Learning Group became a valuable resource to encourage and 
motivate students. 
 On top of the two students who were inactive after the first week, another student 
deregistered during Week 4 as she could not keep up with the work. It also appeared as 
though the high data costs and inconsistent internet connectivity were a problem for some 
students, who had been able to use other infrastructures before the lockdown. In the end, 
however, most students became accustomed to their different schedules and managed to catch 
up. Of the 46 students, only three did not write the final assessment. Consequently, 85% of 
the cohort passed Acc12 with an average mark of 66% (compared to 79% who passed the 
module in the previous intake with a 57% average mark).  
 
Reflecting: Student reflections 
The questionnaire was completed by 36 students (response rate of 78%) and provided 
valuable insights into the students’ experience of the module. There were 18 male and 18 
female students who responded to the questionnaire, with an average age of 29 years. The 
goal of the 15 closed-ended questions was to determine the students’ engagement in the 
module and specifically, their social, cognitive, behavioural and emotional engagement. Their 
collaborative engagement was determined through open-ended questions regarding their 
group assignment experience.  
Social engagement 
Five items requested the students to state their views on social engagement within the 
module. The responses are outlined in Table 2. 
Table 2: Social engagement 
Questionnaire number and item 1 2 3 4 5 N Mean SD 
1. Connecting socially with peers is 
essential to my learning experience. 
3 6 11 12 4 36 3.22 1.124 
6. The Facebook Learning Group 
supported my learning experience. 
3 2 7 14 10 36 3.72 1.186 
7. I asked questions within the Facebook 
Learning Group when I was confused 
about the course or assignments. 
6 6 10 5 9 36 3.14 1.417 
8.   I think that a Facebook Learning 
Group can be useful in my studies. 
5 2 6 8 15 36 3.72 1.427 
9.   I am concerned that my personal 
information might be exposed as a result 
of participating in these learning groups. 
14 8 9 3 2 36 2.19 1.215 
 
Table 2 discloses that 67% (Question 6) agreed or strongly agreed that the Facebook 
Learning Group supported their learning, while 64% (Question 8) agreed and strongly agreed 
that such a learning group can be useful in their studies. All five items looking at the social 
engagement of the students were widely spread between the five options (as can be seen by 
the high standard deviation of each item). This indicates that there are students with strong 
preferences for and against social learning. This is in line with the findings of Hong and 
Gardner (2019), who found that junior students prefer to interact on a social media platform 
while more mature students prefer the LMS. The results from Question 9 confirmed that 
privacy was not a major concern for most students (only 5 agreed and strongly agreed) when 
deciding to participate in a social learning group (Hong & Gardner, 2019).   
The Facebook Learning Group used for this module was voluntary and 36 students 
became members of the group. One of the open-ended questions asked students to provide 
reasons why they did not participate in the Facebook Learning Group. Most of the students 
who did not become members of the group did so out of personal reasons, by not wanting to 
have a social media presence, and therefore not having a Facebook account. One student did 
open up an account specifically for this module but did not find it beneficial: ‘I do not have a 
social media footprint except for WhatsApp. I personally do not like Facebook and felt I 
would be disadvantaged if I didn’t add myself to the group. I didn’t partake in any 
discussions and even when there were discussions it was just one or two persons asking a 
question. I didn’t see the benefits.’ 
Some students require a greater need for affiliation and a sense of belonging to a 
community, while for others the mere availability of social platforms may be enough for the 
learning environment to be socially engaging (Weidlich & Bastiaens, 2019). 
Cognitive engagement 
Three items requested the students’ perceptions of cognitive engagement within the module. 
The responses are outlined in Table 3. 
Table 3: Cognitive engagement 
Questionnaire number and item 1 2 3 4 5 N Mean SD 
11. The videos in the Accounting 12 
module enriched my learning of the 
content. 
1 0 1 10 24 36 4.56 0.809 
12.  The activities and assignments in the 
Accounting 12 module were challenging 
and required a good understanding of the 
course material. 
1 0 0 9 26 36 4.64 0.762 
13.  I found the communication from the 
lecturer clear and timely so that I was 
aware of my responsibilities. 
1 0 1 4 30 36 4.72 0.779 
 
Table 3 reveals that 94% agreed and strongly agreed that the videos within the module 
enriched their learning and 94% also agreed and strongly agreed that the communication 
from the lecturer was given timeously so that they were aware of their responsibilities in 
terms of the material and assessments within the module. All of the students except for one 
agreed and strongly agreed that the activities and assignments in the module were 
challenging, supporting the strong cognitive engagement required of the students to complete 
the module.  
 The strong support for cognitive engagement (as can be seen from the high means of 
all three items) indicates that the module requires students to actively participate in the 
learning process and that they perceived the work to be important and meaningful, and not 
just there to keep them busy (Blakey & Major, 2019). It also supports the notion put forward 
by Redmond et al. (2018) that cognitive engagement is the most fundamental form of 
engagement. 
Behavioural engagement 
Supplementing the observations made on the behavioural engagement of the students through 
their activity in the module, three items requested the students’ reflections on the matter as 
shown in Table 4. 
Table 4: Behavioural engagement 
Questionnaire number and item 1 2 3 4 5 N Mean SD 
4. When it comes to learning and 
studying, I am a self-directed learner 
and find it easy to take charge of my 
learning. 
0 2 6 12 16 36 4.17 0.910 
14. The presence of the lecturer in the 
module helped me to stay engaged in 
the module. 
1 0 3 6 26 36 4.56 0.877 
15. The lecturer provided timeous 
feedback on work done so that I could 
self-assess and reflect on my learning. 
1 0 1 3 31 36 4.75 0.770 
 
The items in Table 4 reveal that students perceive themselves as self-directed learners (78% 
agreed and strongly agreed) which is a necessary characteristic for an online learner to be 
successful (Dabbagh, 2007). As the behaviour of the student is influenced and modelled by 
the behaviour of the facilitator (Cohen & Jackson-Haub, 2019), it was encouraging to see that 
89% agreed and strongly agreed that the presence of the lecturer helped them to stay engaged 
in the module. Timely feedback within a module taking place over seven weeks is crucially 
important and 94% of the students agreed and strongly agreed that this was achieved in this 
module. 
 A Pearson correlation test showed a strong positive (r=0.831) and significant (p<0.05 
(0.0000)) correlation between behavioural and cognitive engagement and a strong positive 
(r=0.793) and significant (p<0.05 (0.0000)) correlation between behavioural and emotional 
engagement, confirming that cognitive and emotional engagement tie in strongly with 
students displaying engaged behaviours (Blakey & Major, 2019).  
Collaborative engagement 
The collaborative engagement of students, through their participation in the group 
assignment, was assessed through open-ended questions. The responses indicated that most 
groups ‘met’ online by initially sending an email and then creating a WhatsApp group for 
easier communication. Each student’s assignment section was also sent to the group via email 
for review and comments. Here is how one student explained the process: ‘I sent out a bulk 
email to the group members asking for their WhatsApp contact details. I then created a 
WhatsApp group and added each member to said group. We constantly communicated to 
each other via WhatsApp and sent emails back and forth regarding their written pieces 
submitted and the drafts made of the assignment.’ There was no group with a formal meeting 
structure and it appears as though most communication between the group members was on a 
regular basis. The groups did, however, have to be cognisant of the different working 
schedules of the members: ‘We kept communication flowing daily, but had to account for 
difficult timing delays due to COVID-19 restrictions.’  
 The group assignment required students to investigate a specific liability covered in 
the syllabus of the module and then to explain that liability through the accounting cycle of 
identification, recognition, measurement, presentation and disclosure. Several groups 
therefore indicated that they divided the work into five parts (as most groups had five 
members): ‘We split the accounting cycle into the five parts, as there were five of us. We 
allocated each person a part.’ Every group member then had to research their part and report 
back their findings to the rest of the group. It appears as though most of the research on the 
liability was performed by using the module’s prescribed textbook, although one group 
supplemented that approach: ‘We read the recommended pages in the textbook, read up more 
online and watched videos on the said liability from different websites to gain a bit more 
understanding. We also watched videos on how to create a decent lesson plan to serve as a 
guide.’  
 On the question of how they experienced working in this group, there were mixed 
reactions. Several students enjoyed the experience although most still prefer working and 
gaining knowledge on their own. Working in a group comes with certain requirements – the 
group must be organised, there must be well-defined roles, everyone needs to contribute their 
part and there must not be over-controlling members. When these requirements are in place, 
group work can be a rewarding experience, where good connections are made and where 
students can learn from each other. Group work within an educational setting is there to 
provide students with the necessary skills to navigate working in teams in their eventual 
careers. One student had a different view: ‘My general views on university group work is that 
it is nothing like the real world. In the real world, you have a boss, clear lines of 
accountability and expertise and performance agreements which you as an individual are 
assessed against. In university group work, you have people of varying levels of ability and 
with different work ethics, and no hierarchical structure which can make it all a bit chaotic.’ 
 Despite the lack of structure, group work in an educational setting does provide 
students with the ability to learn from the challenges and prepares them for when they need to 
collaborate with others, which is an essential 21st century skill. One student summed up his 
group experience with two wise words: ‘Painfully rewarding!’ 
Emotional engagement 
Four items requested the students’ views on emotional engagement and are shown in Table 5.  
Table 5: Emotional engagement 
Questionnaire number and item 1 2 3 4 5 N Mean SD 
2. In my studies, I set goals and 
motivate myself to reach those goals. 
1 0 2 14 19 36 4.39 0.838 
3. I felt anxious completing this online 
module. 
5 2 11 13 5 36 3.31 1.215 
5. I enjoyed completing this online 
module. 
1 0 5 13 17 36 4.25 0.906 
10. I feel more confident that posts are 
accurate when instructors are 
participating in the Facebook Learning 
2 0 6 8 20 36 4.22 1.098 
Group. 
 
Table 5 disclosed that 92% agreed and strongly agreed that they set goals in their studies to 
motivate them and 83% enjoyed the module. Even though there was strong enjoyment of the 
module, several students still felt anxiety in completing the module with 50% agreeing and 
strongly agreeing with the statement. 
The COVID-19 pandemic and lockdown in most countries resulted in some students 
continuing undisturbed with their studies while others had to make significant changes in 
their learning process. Some students were working in industries that were deemed to be 
essential services, while others needed to provide colleagues with the ability to work from 
home. All these challenges had an impact on the anxiety levels of students and their ability to 
pay proper attention to their studies. It was especially difficult for parents, who had to 
somewhere find time to study, as indicated by this student’s comment: ‘When schools closed 
it became a major challenge. Basically I was expected (like a lot of other women throughout 
the world) to somehow become a full time mom/childcarer, still hold down a full time job, 
and keep the house somehow looking like it hadn’t exploded. There was no room left in the 
day for studying and it has been, and still is, challenging.’ 
Reflecting: Self-reflection by the researcher 
My observations of the students and review of their reflections revealed the following:  
• It was encouraging to note that inactive students within the first week had responded 
positively to an email that I sent to urge them to become active in the module. 
Although adhering to deadlines and the skill of time management is important to 
instill in students, adjusting those deadlines at times motivates students to continue 
with their studies. 
• There must be a balance between the extension of deadlines and providing timeous 
feedback to students on their work, especially in a module that is completed within 
seven weeks. It became necessary at times to create extra assignment questions to 
cater to those falling behind while still providing solutions and feedback to the 
majority of students who had completed the work on time. 
• It is important to stay connected with students in multiple ways. This caters for the 
different preferences of students and ensures that they do not disengage. In this 
module, I stayed in contact through regular announcements, emails and social media 
posts. I found that answering questions and quickly posting a motivating message on 
the Facebook Learning Group was easier than making use of the discussion board 
function within the LMS. Consideration should, however, be given to whether 
Facebook is the best social media platform to use and whether a platform such as 
WhatsApp could not provide a similar or more beneficial form of social engagement. 
• From the student reflections, I noted that working in a group will always have its 
challenges but that there is much to learn from creating knowledge with fellow 
students. Even students who preferred working on their own acknowledged the 
benefits of learning together and that more than one mind can be very powerful.   
• I noticed that removing the requirement of having the group assignment submitted as 
a video provided more freedom for the groups to be creative. It also resulted in the 
full assignment being the responsibility of the whole group and not just one member 
who had to complete the video at the end. Most of the groups opted for narrated 
PowerPoint slides, where each member narrated the section that they were responsible 
for. 
 
Conclusion: Implications, limitations and future research 
When this module and its engagement strategies were planned, the global pandemic of 
COVID-19 had not been envisaged. No changes were made to the structure and content of 
this online module, but at times the management of the module was adjusted to take into 
account the impact that the pandemic had on some students. It became quickly apparent how 
important it is to care for the emotional needs of the students during this time. For some 
students that only meant that they had to be reassured that there will be no interruption to 
their studies. Other students needed extensions and make-up assignments and were given 
those opportunities. With quick responses to emails and social media posts and extensions 
where necessary, most of the students were able to stay focused and engaged in their studies.  
 This study showed that implementing an engagement framework was found to be 
effective by online students, as can be seen from their responses and overall performance in 
the module. Engagement in online learning is very important and using the framework creates 
multiple opportunities for students to be engaged. As the framework is based on Astin’s 
(1984) student involvement theory, management theories concerned with the engagement of 
employees (Burch, et al., 2015) and the Community of Inquiry (CoI) model (Garrison, et al., 
2010) incorporating appropriate opportunities contributed to involved students with a 
presence in the module. There are multiple ways for students to be engaged, as stipulated by 
Redmond et al. (2018), and facilitators require a good understanding of how engagement 
occur so that they can create and facilitate such spaces for students. This is especially 
necessary where online learning is not the students’ choice but they are obliged to partake in 
it during a time such as the global pandemic. This study contributes to the literature on 
accounting education as it shows how the knowledge of an engagement framework and 
implementation thereof can be practically built into any online programme and so ensure that 
students become and stay engaged, leading to successful studies. 
 Students learning online can easily feel isolated and building a community through 
social media groups or just by the facilitator maintaining a presence within the module can 
contribute to an engaged learner. Students also disengage when they are unaware of their 
progress; effective and timely feedback is therefore essential. Within the social constructivist 
view of learning, creating knowledge collaboratively will always be a powerful way for 
students to learn. In this study, students had to gain knowledge of a liability within a group. 
From their reflections, it was noted that group work is not favoured by all, but that learning 
from others and respecting the different views of fellow students are good skills to possess 
for their future careers. 
 This study reported on the second cycle of an action research enquiry. It implemented 
an engagement framework as proposed by literature and included specific measures to ensure 
that students are cognitively, emotionally, socially and collaboratively engaged through 
observable engaged behaviours. The changes made to the module, specifically to the group 
assignment and the incorporation of a social learning group, appeared to have been positively 
received by the students. Incorporating an engagement framework into the module appeared 
to have created a meaningful learning experience and could be replicated in other online 
settings.  
This study has certain limitations. It reflects on a small number of students within one 
module of an online degree within an action research study and therefore the generalisability 
of the results is limited. However, the purpose of action research is not necessarily to 
generalise but rather, to learn from the experience, which could then be used in other 
educational settings. With the onset of COVID-19, schools and tertiary institutions in most 
countries were closed and educators had to resort to online learning. The important principles 
of student engagement will become more prominent with students accustomed to face-to-face 
engagement, now having to adjust to learning online in isolated settings. With larger student 
numbers that have to be catered for in these unplanned times, it will not be possible for one 
facilitator to plan, observe and encourage student engagement. Tutors and teaching 
assistants⁵ can be appointed to assist the facilitator to ensure that students become and stay 
engaged. Further research could therefore consider modules and programmes which have had 
to move to online learning, to provide a practical plan for engagement to occur with small 
and large student numbers.  
Notes 
1. A module is a self-contained course that covers a subject (such as Financial Accounting, 
Financial Management or Auditing). It is assessed independently from other modules. Every 
module in the online accounting degree is facilitated by a module coordinator, also known as 
the facilitator or lecturer. The online module is divided into seven units over seven weeks, 
with each unit starting on the Monday of a specific week. All activities for a unit must be 
completed by the Sunday of the week at 23:59 (CAT). 
2. The LMS is the software application used to deliver online courses. It provides the learning 
interface where resources for each module are uploaded in a structured manner. The LMS 
used by the institution is Blackboard Ultra. 
3. The programme coordinator is responsible for overseeing the development of every module 
within the degree in the online format, for ensuring the smooth running of the programme 
when modules are offered live as well as dealing with programme-related queries from 
students.  
4. Three students in the Acc12 module were not living in South Africa at the time when the 
study was conducted. 
5. In the online Bachelor of Commerce Accounting degree, a tutor is appointed for every 50 
students to assist the facilitator with consulting with students, observing student engagement 
with the content and assessments and marking assessments (where necessary). 
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